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How Climate Change 
Will Affect the Midwest
Climate Change
and International Conflict
 A threat multiplier exacerbates existing trends, 
tensions, and instability. Climate change is a threat 
multiplier that will intensify nation-destabilizing trends 
such as freshwater shortages, agricultural failure, 
and migration due to disasters and environmental 
degradation.
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War, civil unrest, and political instability have no single cause, but history has shown that climate change can be an important contributor to internal and external 
threats to a nation’s stability.
Climate Change: A Threat Multiplier of Instability
According to the retired admirals and generals of the Mili-
tary Advisory Board, climate change is a “threat multiplier of 
instability” that “will seriously exacerbate already marginal 
living standards in many Asian, African, and Middle Eastern 
nations, causing widespread political instability and the likeli-
hood of failed states.” 
The group found that fragile nations, when exposed to climate-
exacerbated migration, border tension, disease, and resource con-
flicts, can breed extremism and terrorism. That instability could 
impact America’s domestic and international interests. 
Climate Change Will Stress Wealthy Nations and May 
Cause Fragile States to Fail
Wealth will play a significant role in how different countries 
cope with climate change. Wealthy, developed nations will have 
the political stability and infrastructure necessary to cope with 
the initial impacts of climate change. Some may even see slight 
increases in agricultural productivity as their bread baskets be-
come more temperate. 
As the century progresses, those developed nations may find 
that the costs of mitigating climate change reach several percent 
of their gross domestic product. Catastrophic climate impacts, 
such as the melting of Greenland’s ice sheets, could threaten 
even a developed nation’s capacity to respond. 
Less-developed nations will have a harder time ad-
justing to climate impacts. Many lack the political and 
physical infrastructure to cope with climate change. Its 
impacts would exacerbate existing problems, includ-
ing poor agricultural production and depleted fresh-
water, and introduce new obstacles to development. 
Nations on the brink of instability could be pushed to 
outright failure. 
Effects on Water, Agricultural Production, and 
Infrastructure May Contribute to Instability 
 Over 1 billion people worldwide do not have ac-
cess to safe drinking water. Regardless of climate 
change, this situation is likely to worsen as rising 
populations and economic growth strain existing re-
sources. Climate change will exacerbate the problem 
by changing rainfall patterns and depleting glaciers 
that provide melt water. One of the regions most like-
ly to experience the negative impacts of shifting rain-
fall patterns is the western United States, while re-
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duced glacier melt will affect over one sixth of the world’s 
population.
It is unclear how water scarcity will affect international 
conflict. Areas where rainfall is less consistent tend to ex-
perience more conflicts, and water scarcity can lead to de-
stabilizing competition and migration, although precedents 
of outright water wars are rare.
By shifting precipitation patterns, climate change will 
likely decrease agricultural productivity in many develop-
ing nations worldwide. This will not only impact the 850 
million people who already are undernourished. According 
to the German Advisory Council, a warming of 3.6 to 7.2 
degrees Fahrenheit could lead to agricultural losses for all 
pro ducers. Like freshwater scarcity, food scarcity can lead 
to destabilizing competition and migration.
Global warming will increase the risk of extreme weath-
er events, such as hurricanes, floods, typhoons, and heat 
waves. These events will significantly impact health and 
infrastructure and contribute to instability. As with agricul-
tural impacts, natural disaster will disproportionately af-
fect less-developed regions, some of which will experience 
events more frequently while being less equipped to cope 
with their impacts. The densely populated coasts of Bangla-
desh, India, and China will also pose special challenges to 
storm damage mitigation.
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Mass and Incremental Migration Could Ripple 
Instability Outward
	 Climate-exacerbated	 instability	 and	 conflict	 in	 one	 na-
tion can quickly spill into neighboring regions. Migration 
would be a key driver of that domino effect as migrants com-
pete with residents for scarce resources and regions’ ethnic 
balances are disrupted. The impact of these migrations will 
depend on their character. A mass exodus after a catastrophic 
weather event will have a very different impact than gradual, 
planned shifts from unfavorable areas. Whatever their char-
acter, migrations will be more likely between less-developed 
nations with inadequate resources to maintain their borders. 
Climate Stresses Could Lead to Cooperation
A global problem is an opportunity for global collabora-
tion. Events like the 2009 Climate Conference in Copenha-
gen, host to more than 40,000 representatives of government, 
private,	and	nonprofit	organizations,	are	critical	opportunities	
to	address	climate	and	its	influence	on	national	security.
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